Telemedicine is emerging as the next big thing that will change the way we interact with patients, expand the ability of the healthcare system to meet the changing needs of the public, and help providers earn more revenue and lead more balanced lives.
In the 1970's technology was developed that let a physician and patient in one location consult with a specialist in another using live video conferencing. The required equipment was expensive, difficult to set up, and special training was needed to use it, limiting its adoption.
The internet and the ubiquity of devices with high-definition video capabilities has changed all that, of course. Most physicians and patients these days are walking around with mobile devices and laptops that are more than sufficient to conduct a video visit using specialized software designed to facilitate secure encounters. Modern telemedicine is a viable alternative to some in-office visits.
Telehealth in Practice Today
Today, telemedicine is used in a number of ways to deliver both primary and specialty care. A recent survey by the American Telehealth Association and WEGO Health asked patients about what types of telehealth encounters they had over the past year. 4 Primary care visits, dermatological diagnostics, chronic care management, and postoperative follow-up care were among the most popular uses for video visits. Other specialties that take advantage of the approach include OB/GYN, pediatrics, neurology, oncology, and cardiology. 
Opportunities and Challenges
Telemedicine presents some significant opportunities and challenges for physicians.
Let's start with the opportunities. 6 Most relate to revenue, flexibility, and patient outcomes.
Revenue Growth: Video visits help practices earn more revenue in a number of ways.
They typically take less time than in-office visits, allowing each provider to see more patients each day. Kaiser Permanente of Northern California, for example, offers 10-to 15-minute telemedicine visits, rather than the 20-minute average for an in-office encounter. 7 They are also an excellent way to reduce cancellations and no-shows that eat into profitability. 
Challenges in Telemedicine
Reimbursement, security, and quality of care are the primary and essential challenges being addressed today. 12 The challenge for providers is to sort out which patients are eligible for reimbursement and which are not. This is tough because laws and payer policies change rapidly. However, not every encounter is right for a video visit. Some conditions simply require hands-on diagnostics and treatment. Providers must be able to recognize when an inoffice visit is in order. We must also work to ensure that the use of technology does not get in the way of developing a strong, trusting relationship with patients.
Reimbursement

Choosing the Best Solution for Your Practice
For physicians who decide that the advantages of adding video visits to their practice are worth the effort there are a few things to keep in mind when evaluating software options. These include integration, verification, support, and branding.
EHR Integration:
Telemedicine solutions that integrate with your electronic health records system make your staff more efficient and reduce the opportunities for error.
You should be able to seamlessly schedule appointments and share patient information between systems.
Eligibility Verification: As I mentioned before, reimbursement is possible, but spotty.
Look for a telemedicine solution that has rules for determining whether each patient is eligible for reimbursement. The very best vendors offer a guarantee and will pay you themselves if a verified visit results in a denial.
Patient and Provider Support:
Most telehealth systems are fairly easy to use, but questions do arise. It is important to select a vendor that supports providers, staff and patients.
Custom Practice Branding:
Solutions that use your practice logo and other identifiers help build credibility and trust with patients. It also lets you keep a consistent brand message across all of the ways patients interact with you.
Final Thoughts
Change is difficult, especially in healthcare, but it is essential to remaining competitive.
Your patients will have the option of telemedicine one way or another, so it makes
